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Last month, the cabinet of the UAE 
government banned the import of 
palm trees from any country where red
palm weevil had been identified. “This 
is a great danger for the date palm 
industry,” said Abdul Wahab Zaid, the 
director of the date palm research and 
development unit in the UAE.
“Ideally, movement of planting 
material from infested plantations 
within the country and also from 
one country to another needs to 
be stopped. Wherever this is not 
possible, it is essential to implement 
strict pre- and post-entry quarantine 
regimes wherein only pest-free and 
certified planting material can be 
transported,” writes J.R. Faleiro, at the
Plant Protection Laboratory, ICAR, in 
Goa, India, for the Red Palm Weevil 
Forum. 
One of the major worries about the 
weevil’s arrival in Europe is the last 
remaining population of the Cretan 
date palm, which is found in Vai in the 
north-east of the island. In 2006 the 
weevil was found in many parts of 
Greece, including Crete. Researchers 
suspect that the import of many palms
ahead of the Athens Olympics in 2004 
may have been a source of the pest.
In Malta, like Crete, which has 
critically endangered populations 
of native palms, there has been 
widespread concern about the 
weevil. “It came fairly easily. But 
eliminating and controlling it is almost 
impossible,” the Times of Malta 
recently reported.
“Measures necessary to control 
this introduced alien species 
are expensive, as with all other 
alien species. One wonders if the 
entrepreneurs who have been directly 
importing palm trees to the Maltese 
islands are going to finance such 
measures to control this species — 
though perhaps the ecological and 
economic damage is not so much a 
concern to them as cashing in on the 
profits,” the paper said.
“It is more realistic than pessimistic 
to conclude that at the end of the 
day, it will be common families who 
will eventually have to dig deep into 
their pockets to pay for the hidden 
costs. The prevention and control 
of the introduction of alien invasive 
species is being handled without 
any national strategy, without any 
policy, without any vision but with one 
driving force — short-term financial 




and credibility that others lack. Also, 
not to sound too self-aggrandizing, it 
is harder than it looks. People often 
tell me that they too intend to write 
books or articles for a general reader 
“when they retire” or “if they can 
find the time”, with the implication 
that it would be easy to do if they 
weren’t working on more important 
things — and perhaps inadvertently 
meaning that I must not be! In fact, 
of course, it requires a different set 
of skills than the ones most of us use 
as researchers. It is also not a very 
stable or lucrative way of life. 
But having said that, I think it is 
extremely important for scientists to 
be involved in communicating their 
findings and their way of approaching 
problems to the public. I am greatly 
disturbed by the hostility toward 
science that one sees in everything 
from the uncritical embrace of 
alternative medicine, to the wholesale 
rejection of technology, to the chasm 
between ‘the two cultures’. The 
more we acknowledge that people 
outside of our discipline can and 
must understand what we do, the 
clearer our own thinking becomes. 
And in interacting with the media, 
we need to work to overcome the 
common tendency for journalists to 
automatically present ‘both sides’ 
of an issue, even when the scientific 
consensus is clearly in one camp. 
Who or what has influenced 
your thinking as a researcher? I 
don’t have a single hero or a single 
most influential paper, but I have 
always admired people who seem to 
transcend simple categorization and 
who combine interests in theory with 
a firm grounding in understanding 
the natural world. My advisor, the 
late W.D. Hamilton, is probably 
best known for his theories about 
the evolution of altruism, but was 
happiest if someone took him into the 
field to see new plants or animals. I 
am also impressed by people who 
are good at combining disparate 
fields; Sarah Blaffer Hrdy is someone 
whose work is at the intersection 
of the social sciences and biology, 
but who doesn’t sacrifice rigor to 
explore new areas. I get impatient 
with people who are too concerned 
with setting boundaries around 
disciplines. A lot of people — and 
funding agencies — claim that they 
favor interdisciplinary work, but in 
fact they don’t. 
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What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? I have always 
loved animals, but didn’t realize 
until relatively late, once I was an 
undergraduate, that this actually 
meant I was interested in biology. 
I was almost an English major, 
something I have discovered is quite 
common among biologists, but 
decided that it would be easier to 
maintain an interest in literature and 
writing while being a professional 
scientist than to be a writer and 
keep a lab going on the side. I am 
interested in a lot of things, and it has 
always seemed to me that biology is 
essentially the study of everything, so 
it has also satisfied my love of variety. 
What advice do you have for 
people who want to do popular 
science writing? Don’t give up 
your day job! Although I love 
communicating with the public and 
the media, my position as a practising 
scientist gives me a vantage point 
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the way we think about what we do; 
one of my all-time favorites is Hodos 
and Campbell’s 1969 paper on the 
scala naturae (J. Comp. Psychol. 105, 
211–221) and how psychologists in 
particular, and perhaps scientists in 
general, misinterpret evolutionary and 
phylogenetic relationships. Although 
it is intended for psychologists, it is 
pertinent to everyone who uses model 
systems. All of us have a tendency to 
over-generalize about the significance 
of results obtained from just a 
few species, such as Drosophila, 
Caenorhabditis elegans or rats. Model 
systems are essential, of course, but 
we have to remember that they don’t 
always represent all other species. If 
we spend too much time with studies 
that only use certain species, it’s easy 
to assume that the model systems 
are, in a sense, role models, so that 
we expect every other species to 
behave the same way. One of the 
reasons I love behavioral ecology 
is its attention to many different 
species.
How has your interest in gender 
and science affected your work? 
I had been interested in women’s 
rights for a long time, and then 
in graduate school I began doing 
research on mate choice and sexual 
selection. It seemed initially that 
these two should complement 
each other, so I was surprised to 
discover that on the one hand my 
more feminist friends and colleagues 
were wary or even hostile toward 
science, seeing it as a ‘tool of the 
patriarchy’, while the scientists often 
dismissed concerns about gender 
bias in science. So some of what I 
do, and my first book in particular, 
tries to steer a path between these 
two and find some common ground. 
I don’t think it means that I do science 
itself differently, but I may ask some 
different questions or approach old 
ones in a different way.
On a more practical level, we 
have a long ways to go before 
women advance in the sciences at 
the same rate that men do, and I 
am working to change that. I have 
become very interested in the ways 
that our (often unconscious) biases 
cause us to evaluate people and 
their accomplishments differently 
depending on how well they fit 
our preconceived notions. A great 
many studies, for example, have found that the same resume or 
accomplishment is ranked higher 
when it has a male name than when 
it has a female name attached to it. 
We often don’t see women as fitting 
the model of a successful scientist. 
Finally, it’s important to be open 
about these issues; some people are 
uncomfortable acknowledging that 
gender is an element of our biases, 
but once you do so, it’s much easier 
to correct the problem.
What has been your biggest 
mistake in research? I have often 
been too lazy or impatient to learn 
new techniques thoroughly, and 
instead have relied on students 
or postdocs to actually use, say, 
some of the more modern genetic 
methodology. Then I can just deal 
with the data that emerge. Although 
it is obviously efficient, that can be a 
hindrance because often one comes 
up with new questions by using new 
techniques, once one sees firsthand 
what’s possible or notices an 
anomaly. So, for example, it took me 
a long time to realize that genomics 
had so many powerful tools for my 
research, simply because I didn’t see 
what kinds of questions could be 
addressed.
Where do you see your field going 
in the next several years? The 
answer to this is related to my answer 
above; increasingly, behavioral 
biologists are using a wide array 
of molecular, computational, and 
other new tools to take behavior 
from the amino acid to the gene to 
the chromosome to the tissue and 
finally the organism, and thence 
to a much better understanding of 
how behavior arises. The original 
question often stems from an 
observation — one species of vole is 
monogamous, another polygynous, 
for example. How does that happen, 
and what does it mean? We can 
now probe ‘down’ in a reductionist 
way to understand the molecules 
responsible for the difference, as 
well as work ‘up’ to place the results 
in a broader evolutionary context 
to understand their significance. 
I realize I am biased in favor of my 
field, but I think that an organism’s 
behavior is at the center of levels 
of biological analysis, with more 
fine-grained examinations of 
mechanisms to one side, and more 
broadly oriented ecological and macroevolutionary perspectives to 
the other. So the future holds a way 
to integrate all of these approaches, 
and this is increasingly being done 
by researchers using a wide range 
of study systems. I also hope that 
animal behavior will be useful as 
we attempt to preserve biodiversity 
across the planet.
Do you think there is an increased 
emphasis on reductionist 
approaches these days? If so, 
is that good or bad? The new 
technology has definitely led to 
an increasing fascination with 
mechanisms, something I’ve always 
had a love-hate relationship with. 
On the one hand, as I said above, 
molecular genetics has allowed 
us to explore the details of what 
always seemed like very vague 
notions, like the nature of monogamy. 
Evolutionary biologists and animal 
behaviorists have often tended 
to see physiological mechanisms 
as a ‘black box’, with unknown — 
and sometimes, by implication, 
uninteresting — mechanisms 
producing the phenomena we 
observe. Clearly, mechanisms 
matter, and they can show us new 
questions to ask. At the same time, 
those details can distract from the 
real message, so that the black 
box in effect contains a red herring 
(I once showed a slide of this at a 
conference). The mechanisms aren’t 
necessarily an end in themselves, 
something that gets overlooked 
in this age of ‘-omics’. At another 
meeting I attended, I discussed our 
work on ground crickets, a group 
in which females feed from a tibial 
spur on the male’s leg during mating. 
This has exciting implications for 
the evolution of immunity, because 
females are testing the male’s 
blook directly. One of the other 
attendees, who studies the details of 
immunogenetics in Drosophila, was 
incredulous that I would bother to 
study an animal whose genome has 
not been sequenced! But the unique 
behavior, and its differences from 
that of Drosophila and other model 
organisms, is precisely what drew me 
to the system. So I would like us to 
use the new methods without being 
too seduced by them.
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